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Feminist Perspectives on Sex Roles

Dr. Clea F. Rees Feminist Philosophy

Last week, we discussed sex roles and considered two hypotheses to explain their existence:

Hyp. 1: Sex roles are conventional.

c.f. Driving on the left (or right).

Hyp. 2: Sex roles are natural.

c.f. The ABC of first aid; the devastation caused by an earthquake; sunsets;
myopia.

This prompted us to examine the term ‘nature’ or ‘natural’ and the potential for equivocation
in arguments which use ambiguous terms.

We saw that Mill considers at least three types of argument from nature — deterministic,
paternalistic and utilitarian — and we explored Antony’s use of Mill’s framework when arguing
for the claim that no valid, non-question begging argument can ground substantive normative
claims about human beings in an appeal to our nature. In Antony’s view, pro-feminist
arguments from nature, such as Nussbaum’s appeal to Aristotelian essentialism, can no more
avoid the fallacy of equivocation than their anti-feminist cousins. The only way to render such
arguments logically valid is to build normative values into their conception of ‘nature’ from
the beginning, thus reasoning in trivially circular fashion.

So perhaps asking whether sex roles are conventional or natural is the wrong question.
After all, as Antony points out, myopia may be natural but we do not for that reason refuse
spectacles; driving on the left is “merely” conventional but that scarcely justifies a driver’s
failure to conform. Perhaps we should instead ask, are sex roles harmful?

S2 Frye, ‘Oppression’ & Young, ‘Five Faces of Oppression’

1. Do Frye and Young intend their accounts of ‘oppression’ to serve the same or different
purposes?

2. Are their analyses compatible? Why or why not?
3. Is the systematic discrimination to which Catholics in Northern Ireland have been

subjected oppressive?
4. During the First World War, conscientious objectors were subject to imprisonment or

worse. Did they constitute an oppressed group?
5. Is chivalry oppressive?
6. What differences are there between the situation in the US described by Frye and

Young at the time these articles were written and the situation in the UK today?
7. How does Frye’s birdcage analogy work (figure 1)?
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Figure 1: The birdcage analogy: (i) viewed in isolation, a single bar appears entirely harmless;
(ii) in order to see the restrictions imposed by the bar, one needs to see it as part of the
structure of a cage.
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Definitions & Counterexamples

In ‘Sexism’, Frye explains that her first project as a feminist involved constructing a definition
of ‘sexism’. She quotes this as her first attempt:

The term ‘sexist’ in its core and perhaps most fundamental meaning is a term which characterizes

anything whatever which creates, constitutes, promotes or exploits any irrelevant or impertinent

marking of the distinction between the sexes. (Frye 1983b, p. 18; quoting Frye 1975, p. 66)

8. Why do you think Frye later rejected this definition? (See figure 2 and figure 3.)

Evaluation

9. Does Frye provide a satisfactory definition of ‘oppression’?
10. Are there counterexamples to Young’s criteria?
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A satisfactory definition of a term ‘X’ sets out both necessary and sufficient conditions
for something being an X.

We can think of a definition like a search light, picking
things out which fall within the beam of light and excluding
things which remain in darkness. A good definition of ‘X’
is one which gets things just right — anything which is an
X gets illuminated and anything which is not an X is left
in darkness.

A necessary condition is one which must obtain. For
example, having four sides in a necessary condition for being
a square.
A sufficient condition is one which is enough by itself. For
example, being a square is a sufficient condition for being a
four-sided shape.

This means a definition can fail in two different ways:

Problem 1: conditions are jointly insufficient

Proposed definition of ‘square’: A square is a rectangle.
That is, being a rectangle is a necessary and sufficient
condition for being a square.
Is the condition necessary? Yes. All squares are included.
Is the condition sufficient? No. The definition includes even
those rectangles which do not have four equal sides and so
are not squares.
So, the definition proposed is unsatisfactory because it
includes too much.
In this case, the definition is too broad.

Problem 2: one or more unnecessary conditions

Proposed definition of ‘rectangle’: A rectangle is a square.
That is, being a square is a necessary and sufficient
condition for being a rectangle.
Is the condition sufficient? Yes. No non-rectangles are
included.
Is the condition necessary? No. The definition excludes
rectangles which do not happen to have four equal sides.
So, the definition proposed is unsatisfactory because it
includes too little.
In this case, the definition is too narrow.

Figure 2: Definitions
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Philosophers often use counterexamples. Counterexamples can support arguments in
various ways.
The type of counterexample of interest to us here is one which shows that a definition is
unsatisfactory because it does not include both necessary and sufficient conditions. These
terms are explained in figure 2.
Frye is concerned with definitions of the term ‘sexism’ — that is, analyses of our concept of
‘sexism’ which claim to lay out necessary and sufficient conditions for something’s counting
as sexism. This means that:

1. nothing which counts as ‘sexism’ could fail to satisfy those conditions (i.e. the conditions
are all necessary);

2. anything which satisfies those conditions must count as a ‘sexism’ (i.e. the conditions
are jointly sufficient).

Thinking about the two ways in which a definition can fail to be satisfactory (figure 2), we
can see that two different types of counterexample might show that a proposed definition is
unsatisfactory. A counterexample might show that:

1. the proposed conditions are jointly insufficient (i.e. the proposed definition is too
broad);

• A rectangle without four equal sides would be a counterexample to the proposed
definition of ‘square’ in figure 2.

2. one or more of the proposed conditions are unnecessary (i.e. the proposed definition is
too narrow).

• A rectangle without four equal sides would be a counterexample to the proposed
definition of ‘rectangle’ in figure 2.

Figure 3: Counterexamples


